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SUMMARY

During his stay as writer-in-residence at the University of Utrecht in February 2009,
Claudio Magris engaged in a debate on Europe with the Dutch Minister for
European Affairs, Frans Timmermans. This article gives the registration of this lively
exchange of opinions. Magris and Timmermans discuss a wide range of issues, from
the role of literature, particularly narrative, in contemporary European politics, the
challenges of globalisation and the heritage of Enlightenment culture to the difficult
process of European integration. On the basis of their personal experiences, they
particularly dwell on questions regarding their identity as Europeans and on the
public role of intellectuals and politicians in the process of understanding and
mediating cultural differences.
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Debate on Europe

Claudio Magris, Frans Timmermans

University of Utrecht, Senate Hall, February 11, 2009

Debaters:
— Claudio Magris (CM), writer-in-residence University of Utrecht
— Frans Timmermans (FT), Dutch minister for European Affairs

Moderator:
— Harald Hendrix (HH), chair of Italian Studies, University of Utrecht

HH: Ladies and gentleman, welcome to this evening’s debate on Europe between our
Minister for European Affairs, Frans Timmermans, and our distinguished writer-in-
residence, Claudio Magris. It will be a talk both on their lives as protagonists in the
European project, and on their work as an author, in the case of Claudio Magris, and
as a politician, in the case of Frans Timmermans. They will also discuss how these
two realities merge, because not only Claudio Magris has been and still is politically
very active, and Frans Timmermans is one of our few politicians who really has a
strong passion for culture and literature in particular. We prefer to call it a meeting,
not just because the two of them indeed just now met for the first time, but because
we want it to be an occasion for reflection rather than for polemics, a reflection on the
state of affairs we are in at this moment. This in fact is a rather particular moment in
time, not only because of its symbolical value, being almost twenty years after the
falling down of the Berlin Wall. It is a moment where we face particular challenges,
challenges from the political side of world affairs, where we see shifting balances of
power and where we have to reassess the position of Europe and of European
culture. We also notoriously see changes, drastic changes in the balance of
economical affairs, with the current financial crisis, which compels us to reassess our
present situation not only as to its economical but also as to its cultural dimensions.
That is I think what will be some of the issues in our debate.

But let me first say just a few words on our protagonists of tonight. Frans
Timmermans, our minister for European Affairs, interestingly has a background in
literature: he is in fact a literary man. He has a degree in French literature and has
pursued that interest persistently. Actually, over dinner he has been talking about
Camus and various other writers. And he is obviously a great admirer of Claudio

61



Magris. Claudio Magris is a writer, but also a scholar and a politician, and who
specifically — also at this present moment —, is one of the strongest voices in Italian
political culture as to the defence of certain moral values, values he cherishes and
that he is really adamant about presenting. And just to cite you the example of
yesterday, when we had the dramatic events around the death of Eluana Englaro: his
comment, published yesterday on the first page of the Corriere della Sera, was a plea
for nuance, advocating not just to reassess the obvious political implications of the
case but also to take time for reflection. So we are here with two major protagonists
in the current political and intellectual debate, and since the first move for having
this debate was Frans Timmermans expressing his interest and admiration for the
work of Claudio Magris, I would now like to invite him to illustrate how he came to
admire Claudio Magris and then to interrogate him on the curiosities he might have
on his work.

FT: Thank you very much, professor Hendrix, for this very kind introduction.
Professor Magris, I have been an admirer of yours for over twenty years now, when
your book Danube reached my desk, when I was just starting as a young official at
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. It literally blew me away, because it was a narrative
about the part of Europe where during my lifetime — I was born in 1961 — there was a
clear division. I was brought up in — to quote Havel — a situation where East and
West for me were political and moral, not geographical terms. And what you did
with your book was to reinvent Europe, East and West, in geographical and cultural
terms. What that river did to me, the personification of this river running as a person
through different cultural spheres, is to really drive home this point that we are in
fact one continent, regardless of the Iron Curtain that was still there at the time. And
those of you who take the time to read Danube today would discover that perhaps
today the book is even more true than it was when it was published in 1986, because
it tells the story of us Europeans. My first point thus would be, my first question — I
will just formulate a number of questions and it is up to you if you want to answer
them or not — my first question would be: why, at a time when in literature the
narrative was not something people chose — people chose structure rather than the
narrative — why did you choose the narrative, the storytelling as the starting point of
what you wanted to tell? Because what you did is simply tell the story of people and
the river and the way they communicate. That would be my first question.

My second question is perhaps more a political reflection. Why in European
history — and Danube is perhaps the best region, the best example, this fascinating
area of the 'K. und k’ double monarchy, this fascinating area of European
intercultural experiments through the ages —, why on this continent do we change
from this position where sometimes we are thrilled and fascinated by our cultural
differences and we are open to seeing ourselves in the eyes of the other; and why at
some stages in our history does that almost overnight change into a position where
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the other, because he is different, is a direct threat to whom we are? Why is this
always part of our history and how should the modern man cope with this to find an
answer to avoid falling into this trap of seeing what is different as a direct threat to
one’s own identity? That would be my second question, and I hope you can give us
an answer to that one, because that would solve many of our problems today.

And finally, in this perhaps first barrage of questions, finally: a narrative has a
beginning and an end. Our lives have a beginning and an end. Many of us are
fascinated by the end goal we want to reach. But living well is not, I would assume,
formulating the exact end goal that you want to reach. Living well is probably
making the right choices here and now, and then getting the end goal as a sort of an
extra bonus when you reach it. This is how I read your novels. This is also how I read
this fascinating novel, which is also a troubling novel, called Alla cieca, I think it is
Blindelings in Dutch, which was published a number of years ago, that is perhaps a
reflection on this world that has become too cynical and too little ironical for our own
good. Could I ask you to reflect on these three questions, please?

CM: Thank you very much. First of all, I would like to express my really great
gratitude for this opportunity of being here. I have spent some for me wonderful,
very important days here in Utrecht, with students, with colleagues, and now this
meeting here with Frans Timmermans is really something which gives a great
meaning to this experience. And I am also in great difficulties, because one hour ago
I asked Frans Timmermans, who is a minister, how he can find the time to read so
much more books than I am reading, and I am not a minister. No, it’s not a joke, it is
really very important, because what we are seeing now, in Europe generally but
particularly also in my country, is the loss of this concrete, real feeling of the great
fundamental, necessary importance of moral values, of what literature can give us, to
everybody, not only to writers, to critics, not only to scholars, but — I would like to
say — first of all to the politicians: to understand how the great problems -
ideological, economical, etcetera — are lived in the real, everyday life of persons,
which is something that literature can show. I was really very moved by the
importance given by great politicians to literature, something which unfortunately is
becoming continuously more rare in our world.

I will try to answer the question concerning your so generous admiration that
I fear I will go destroying because of my terrible English. Which by the way makes
me think of a composition in English I wrote not so many years ago at the Regent
School, some twenty years ago now. Because I was already more then fifty years old
when I frequented the Regent School in London, to improve my English, and I had to
write a composition on the likes and dislikes in the job of the milkman. I received a
lot of red marks written down by Carol, our teacher, and then I published this
composition in Corriere della Sera, with the red marks. So really thank you, thank you
very much.
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One of the things you mentioned is the geographical and historical meaning of
Europe, and that is true. I remember I was surprised when at school I discovered that
Prague is West of Vienna, because Vienna belonged to the Western world and
Prague to the Eastern world: I was really surprised. And that is really interesting. I
think that such discoveries, experiences, perhaps put me years later to try to write
such a book like Danube. And certainly I think that this part of Europe was called at
that time "the other Europe’, “Ialtra Europa’, and I think that a lot of things that [ have
tried to write, I have tried to write them also because I wanted to destroy, to abolish
this adjective "other’, because it is "Europe” and not 'other Europe’ or 'Europe of a
second class’.

Your first question: why story, why narrative? First of all, when I started to
write Danube I had no precise idea of what I wanted to write. That happens to me
with every book. Also my first book, about the myth of Mitteleurope, which was also
the subject of my thesis, I didn’t know exactly what it was about when I tried to
explain to my professor the intent, and he couldn’t understand the subject, because
not even my self I could understand it. Only after having written half a book I know
what I am writing; it has nothing to do with the results, of course. And I remember
the day, the moment, when I had the first idea of writing this book.

Myself and Marisa — my wife — and some friends, we wanted to make a
journey to Slovakia, that is to say the country, the name was Czechoslovakia at that
time, but we wanted to go to Slovakia. And some kilometers, still in Austria but very
close to the frontier — it was a wonderful September afternoon — we saw the Danube
flowing, shining, it was so difficult to distinguish the shining waves of the Danube
from the shining grass leaves in the so called Donau-Auen, the meadows of Danube,
it was very difficult to say what and where the Danube was. It was a moment of
harmony, of friendship, of happiness, when one feels oneself in harmony with the
flow of life, rare moments in life. And suddenly we saw a sign, with an arrow,
"Museum of Danube’, and this museum was so strange, only because the arrow says
"are we too perhaps part of the collection in the museum"?, like a couple of lovers
who discover being part without knowing it of an exposition about love. And then
Marisa — who had almost always the first idea of my writing, I was very good in
appropriating her ideas —, she said: "and what about walking until the Black Sea?"
And at this very moment I got the idea of walking.

It have been four years of traveling, going back, of writing, counseling,
changing what I had written, without knowing in the beginning what I had wanted
or what I was going to write. I didn’t know if I was going to write literally a book, a
novel, because I think Danube is a hidden novel, in which the narrating I, although he
has a lot of maniacal weaknesses in common with me, still is a character, and at the
end he dies while I am still alive. And I think that to understand, to feel, to touch
really the great history, it is necessary to see how the great history — the Iron Curtain,
the Western world, communism, and so on — are lived in the life of people, in their
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love stories, in their jobs, in their family relationships, in their childhood. And the
only thing is to walk, to meet people, to listen to their stories, to understand what
means for example communism in a certain moment linked with Catholicism, job or
not.

I think this is the reason why the great founders of religions feel compelled to
tell stories, parables; when Jesus explains what the love for the other is, he must tell
the story of the good man from Samaria, and so on. So one can understand what
means this philosophical or religious truth. I feel the necessity of touching things,
and a small story is for me the only possibility of finding really the sense, the
meaning of life. And this is the reason why I have in this book on the one hand a
great love for precision — every detail corresponds to reality: if I talk about a carpet in
Bulgaria, of its color, that means that this is really the color of the carpet —, but at the
end, like in a mosaic, with these pieces of reality where every piece corresponds to
reality, I make of course an image which is invented, which is fiction. And also this
precision has sprung from a great respect and love for everybody.

For example, I really have made a small research to find out how many
crowns a miller, a certain mister Wammes in Ulm, had received when he sold his
trousers, because he wanted to give the money for the work on the church, the great
cathedral in Ulm. Of course, it is absolutely not important to know whether he
received eight or ten crowns, but it means that every other unknown mister
Wammes has the same right on philology — a word which contains love, "philo” - like
the great moments, monuments and characters in history. I am professor of German
literature, and when I write a biography of Goethe, I have to be precise in telling
whether Goethe has kissed Frederike Braun for the first time on Monday the 17th,
which is also not important, but I have to be precise.

And respect is something which is also linked with the story, because only
narration, the narrative, can pay respect. The great history can’t: if one writes the
history of Italy or of the Netherlands it is impossible to pay attention to the trousers
of mister Wammes. And I had also the great luck — literally speaking — of traveling
these years in a moment which was, except for Romania, relatively quiet, normal,
without burning great events. Because great events oblige oneself to concentrate only
on great events. In that way I had the opportunity to descend like an archaeologist in
the different layers of the history of Mitteleurope, to pay attention to a lot of not so
important things, but whose whole is like a mirror, like the face, the figure of this
world.

The other question you put, on the differences. Yes, we all love differences,
diversities, especially diversities in the past, when they are not diversities anymore,
when they don’t give us anymore problems; like the historians who, as Thomas
Mann said, love history because history is the past, because history is not so burning
difficult like today’s reality. I think we must of course also pay attention to the
diversities that give us difficulties, because the diversity means meeting the other,
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other people, other cultures, other religions. There is difficulty in every meeting: in
every love story there are also problems, sometimes risks, and we must accept this
risk, we can’t undervalue the difficulties, and only if we are really able to accept this
challenge we can become richer by the meeting of diversities. I think that diversity is
a great enrichment, and for the first time in world history we now can have the
possibility of building a universal civilization, which is not only European, but really
universal, a civilization only as a result of the meeting of different cultures.

On the other hand I see also a great difficulty. We must try to reconcile a
maximum of openness, of ethical relativism, of dialogue with other cultures and their
differences, with a minimum, with a quantum of inalienable values, not more
negotiable values, which are the basis of every civilization. There is a very interesting
essay written by Todorov who says that now in face of globalization, in face of this
enrichment of values, we must have a need for open comparison with other value
systems, other ethical, religious, juridical value systems, but also establish borders of
values no longer open for discussion, for example equal rights regardless of sexual
identity. There are borders, which are not anymore negotiable. One of the great
problems in our time concerning differences is how, when, where can, shall, must we
build these frontiers. Because it is right: I must be ready to engage with other values,
but there are some points, which I refuse to discuss. When somebody asks me: is it
allowed to kill a child? I am not ready to discuss this. I have already decided, and
here is the frontier. But here the example, a stupid example, is very easy.

This however would be the great political, moral and cultural problem for
Europe: where shall we build this frontier, how can we reconcile the openness, the
discussion with other value systems, and have absolute fidelity to some, not many,
no longer negotiable values. It is not easy to answer this question, because the
extreme examples are easy, but we can have situations in which it is very difficult to
know whether the dialogue must remain open or must be closed. That is a great
challenge. And I think that politics first of all, but also moral philosophy and also
literature have, can and must have a great contribution in addressing this problem.

FT: I know — because you told me when we had dinner —, that one of your favorite
narratives is the Odyssey, and if you look at that narrative — which is about someone
learning to be himself by looking, by being confronted by differences —, if you look at
4000 years of European history, the defining of what Europe is or what the
individual countries within Europe are was always done vis-a-vis the other, but it
could only be done if you had a measure of interest in the other. It’s like, you know,
if you ask a fish to define water, the fish will not be able to do so unless you take the
fish out of the water. Ulysses could only define his own strength, his moral fight, by
being drawn out of his world, and my fear is that in today’s Europe we lack the
curiosity of what is different, apart from the dialogue that is necessary. Do you think
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that we still have enough curiosity and openness to what is different so that we can
learn about ourselves

CM: Curiosity is of course the base, we need curiosity. Concerning the average
European mentality I think we have a lot of contrast: on the one hand a great and
deep curiosity, on the other a curiosity only for strange things which has nothing to
do with the discovery of the other, even sometimes recoiling in fear. Because I think
the great danger in our time is not the danger of the leveling globalization, which
destroys diversities, but this closed minded recoiling in fear, in refusing to celebrate
one’s own diversity and in refusing all other diversities. Because diversity is a value
only if it is not a savage diversity, only if it is a diverse manifestation of something
universally human. And it is a capacity of recognizing the universal humanity in
very different forms, but still the universal humanity. Like Herder, the friend and
enemy of Goethe, said: humanity is a great tree, and the tree has leaves, roots,
branches and so on, but is still a tree.

We must have this feeling of a certain universal human essence. And now this
attempt of closing is I think very dangerous, much more dangerous than the leveling
globalization. I don’t like absolutely the leveling, of course, I like diversity, but only
if one recognizes, loves the diversities as expressions of the human. Like every child
who is playing in his small court, and of course he loves his own small court, but it is
this small court where he meets the adventure, the wind, the weather, the life, and
thus curiosity. We need this curiosity. And now I see — I unfortunately agree with
you because it is a pessimistic observation; the situation is not the same in different
countries, in Europe, it is not the same in Italy as in Holland, but generally speaking
—now [ see this tendency to refuse the other. And that would be the end, the death,
as we know from Albert Camus.

Camus is a great example of someone accepting diversity and refusing the
totalitarian danger present in every diversity. At the time of the war in Algeria, he
defended the people of Algeria against the French army, but he said as well to
Algeria: I am also Algerian; your diversity is also my diversity. Like my friend
Nadine Gordimer, in her wonderful fighting against apartheid also said: but this is
my country, and she is right. That is diversity and unity. And her fighting against
apartheid was also her fighting against the differences between black and white
skins. She belongs to South Africa like Mandela does. She had the same right and
duty to fight not only for the other but also for herself. Because the dignity of her
country — which is to say abolishment of apartheid — is also a value for her, since it is
her country, which became more human. That I feel is very important.

Now your third question: the end goal. It is the subject, perhaps the central
subject of my writing. I have also written a novel, a small novel also translated into
Dutch by Anton Haakman, A different sea, in which I tell the story of a friend, a great
philosopher, Michelstaedter, who puts the accent on the necessity and — always, but
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especially in contemporary time — on the difficulty of living in the present: the only
life we really have. Using the Greek, Neoplatonic word, he calls this capacity
"persuasion / persuasione’, the possession of the present life. Because very often we
desire time to pass as quickly as possible, because we wait for the next week, we wait
for the answer of a physician to know whether we are ill or not, we wait for this or
that in our relation, and so we live not for living but for having lived, for being a little
closer to death, for dying. I think this universal problem of human life became much
bigger in the contemporary world in which the speed of societal activity is like
pulling a carpet from under our feet, and we have sometimes the feeling that we
never live. In their time Camus and Michelstaedter saw this as a great problem,
because we need really to live in the present. This has moral aspects, and aspects of
the individual life.

There is a wonderful page of Joseph Roth in his novel about Napoleon, The
hundred days, in which he repeats the gossip about the great speed of Napoleon in
loving. This speed in loving becomes for him a symbol of modern man: completely
absorbed by the necessity of having already married, so that even the activity that
should give the most present present —if I can put it like that — is already behind him.
He doesn’t want to make love but already to have made it, and so he never loves, he
never enjoys, he never knows the pleasure of love. Roth has no particular interest in
Napoleon, and perhaps it is not interesting whether this is true or not concerning
Napoleon, but it becomes a symbol for this human condition. And this I find is a
great problem, because sometimes we have almost something like a desire for having
already lived, an anxiety which is like a poison.

Children, happy children don’'t know that. Michelstaedter, who was from a
very religious family, once told me this wonderful story. While as a child of some ten
years he was playing in the garden, a very religious uncle asked him: “what would
you do when you knew that you will die in ten minutes?” He waited the answer of
this very religious child that he used to praise: “I would play, I would continue to
play”. And that is very rare. I think that childhood is something, which our
organization of the world is losing more and more.

I spoke only about the individual meaning, but what you mentioned is the
political point of view in Blindelings. Revolution is a necessity for changing the world,
for thinking a future, for reaching a goal. In this sacrificing of everything there is
greatness. So this terrible story of those people that I have recounted in Alla cieca, of
people who found themselves always in the wrong moments on the wrong parts of
history but kept this capacity of sacrificing themselves for a universal goal, that is a
story of human greatness. But there is always guilt, and the great danger of
sacrificing themselves and others (also in this case: the sacrifice of a love story), and
the exploitation of the present in the name of the future, something that can be
necessary but is always dangerous. It is not a book against revolution, but a book
about the terrible contradictions of the revolution.
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FT: This is precisely what I wanted you to talk about, because if you read Alla cieca /
Blindelings, it is a book about the consequences, good and bad, of Enlightenment. It is
on the consequences of extreme human arrogance; because the extreme consequence
of human arrogance after Enlightenment is to think that you can create the world in
your image, and that that image becomes more important than your fellow man.
That is the essence of any totalitarian ideology, whether communist or nazi or
whatever, and you see people falling pray to that sort of thinking. The main character
in that book, he thinks he is an actor in the service of this revolution or this ideology,
where in fact he is being played by history and by circumstances and by this
ideology.

So, what I would like to ask you is to reflect upon this eternal question, in
Europe, since Enlightenment, of this I would say Icarus complex of modern man who
thinks that he can shape and make the world in his image, regardless of what the
other thinks of this, and even is prepared to kill the other and remove him from
society if the other is in his way of his image, on the one hand. On the other hand you
have a very individualistic society, individuals becoming free to the extreme in
modern society, which in contrast to that other situation would essentially be
something that is good. But a person who is totally free of anything is not free at all.
Because as you said before during dinner, you don’t want to be a soldier without a
regiment, you need a sense of belonging. So where do we find the right measure
between the temptations of this extreme Enlightened thinking on the one hand, and
on the other hand the fallacy of thinking that you can live on your own in a world
and be totally free, where at the end of the day if you are free of everything you are a
prisoner of your own freedom. Where do you find the right measure?

CM: In his defense of liberty and democracy Norberto Bobbio, one the greatest
Italian intellectuals who just a few years ago died in his nineties, defined himself as a
man of Enlightenment but a pessimistic and ironical one. I think the Enlightenment is
a great heritage. We must be men of the Enlightenment, because — and I underline
that — in Italy but not only in Italy there is in my opinion a great retrogressive
fighting against Enlightenment, against emancipation and so on. But knowing it is
based on reason, and this is very important. It was a great representative of
Enlightenment, I think it was Condorcet, who defined reason as a small, very small
flame in a great dark night; but without this small flame, which is not the goddess of
reason, we could not see even the dark of the night. And I think it is a terrible danger
in the Enlightenment, you are quite right and I quite agree with you, to have this
faith of imposing a digression to history.

I think that we must combine the feeling of utopia, that is to say the feeling
that the world must not only be administrated — like ideology, especially American
ideology and culture, told us in these recent years —, but the world must be changed,
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made better, saved if we want to use a religious language. But without having the
recipe for the solution. Every utopia which means either to be already realized — it’s
one of the terrible totalitarian faults, Soviet Union is one great example — or to have
or to impose a recipe is false. We need also the enchantment, that is to say the
experience of the correction of the failure, but this experience of failure in some
direction is not the opposite of this feeling of Enlightenment, of making the world
better. It is the consciousness that we can only try and correct, renounce on the
pretension of having the recipe, but knowing that also this feeling of making the
world better is real.

The greatest example is Don Quixote. Don Quixote is wrong when he thinks
that the barber’s basin is a magic helmet, because it is a barber’s basin, as Sancho
Panza knows. But without this urge of having something that is not strictly real and
present, the world would not be complete. Don Quixote is wrong but also right. We
must know, like Moses, that we never are in the Promised Land, we will never reach
the Promised Land, but Moses did not renounce on going in this direction. And I
think this is a combination of this strong faith in the Enlightenment with the ironical,
pessimistic conscience that we are very often wrong. We must correct our ways, but
never feel defeated, never think that we are completely defeated.

That is the reason why I absolutely don’t like this attitude of — to give a great
example — Friedrich Schlegel, a genius who brilliantly invented romanticism, who at
the time of the French Revolution was like almost all writers and poets fond of the
Revolution, including the Terror from which most writers and poets would take
distance, but he didn’t, no, Terror was not enough to him, and he waited for the
Revolution. When he saw Revolution ultimately did not arrive, he immediately
became a great reactionary, decided that the Revolution doesn’t concern politics but
love, sex, bed, literature. He invented romanticism and became an agent of
Metternich, much more reactionary than Metternich himself or other intellectuals.
Because of course Metternich tried to act like a responsible politician. Likewise it was
Milovan Dijilas, the great collaborator of Tito who first denounced the failure of the
Tito society, who wrote when he was still the greatest intellectual at the service of
Tito that without Stalin not even the sun could rise, a stupid sentence a politician like
Tito would never had said. So very often great intellectuals can be worse than
politicians. So I think this feeling of correction is essential, but without giving up
hope on a better world.

FT: When you talk about this myopia, this impossibility to seeing things the way they
are when you are stuck in an ideology, you also talk about people going from one
extreme to the other. If you look at today’s American neo-cons, they all started of as
Marxists or Trotskyists, all of them. There is a link there, because they think they can
make the world as they think it should be instead of as it can be with the help of
others. A fine example of such blindness to reality and to the other was for instance
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when Sartre went to the Soviet Union, and he came back and still thought this was
the right way and also culturally a revolution — he always found reasons to justify
mass murder — But why is it that someone like Gide when he went to the Soviet
Union thinking that he was going to paradise saw within a week that he was fooled,
that it was nonsense, because he had an openness to humanity, he had an openness
to see what was actually happening? And one of our problems, I believe, in politics,
is that sometimes ideology blinds us from reality. And sometimes reality prevents us
from believing in our ideology. And what we need to do as politicians is to avoid one
and the other.

Can I take you to this interesting and very special European country called the
United States of America? Because this is a time, as you know, where fear is a driving
force in politics, where cynicism has taken over large parts of politics in Europe, and
where irony is totally lost. And I think a society without irony is a very poor society
indeed. Now, in the United States you see that someone has won the elections, who
has consistently fought against cynicism, who has not been cynical in his own politics
in no way, and who won a landslide election. I have just come back from the United
States two weeks ago: in the midst of an economic crisis people are truly optimistic
about their future. So it is possible — the phrase has gone dead because it has been
overused — but apparently change is possible, also in the mentality of people. You
think we can achieve this in Europe as well, if you look at your society, the Italian
society which is in deep, deep trouble, if I look at my own society which is also
struggling: do you think we can reach the same new levels of optimism and
introduce a bit of irony to what we are doing, abandon cynicism?

CM: I don’t know. In some European countries, certainly in Italy but also in others,
there is a spiritual tiredness that could put me to answer no to your question. But of
course we must, as Gramsci said, be pessimistic in thought and optimistic in the
making, in the action. Pessimism is necessary to avoid easy enthusiasm, which risks
falling back into cynicism. To overcome the cynicism one must know how powerful,
how strong, how motivated cynicism sometimes is. Because only if we don’t
undervalue the negative aspects, the cynicism, we can hope of overcoming it,
otherwise I think it is easy we will be losers.

FT: I would be fascinated to hear your answer to a question I am put all the time in
this country at this stage. People would always ask me: tell me, are you Dutch or
European? And you better choose, because you need to give us a straight answer. I
would like you to answer that question, and I say this because this is a time where in
politics you only can speak in exclamation marks, and I am fond of question marks.
And if I show that I am fond of question marks, that I can doubt my positions, that I
can change my mind, in the present day I'm a bad and a weak politician. Whereas I
think there is no more strength than the strength of being able to reconsider the

71



oppositions and to have this question. And in this age of dichotomy — black or white,
there is no gray — this question is often asked: are you European or are you Italian,
what would be your answer?

CM: There are two aspects in your question. First of all: for me it is the same as if
somebody asks me “are you father or son?” Both, I am son and I am father, and I
have not to choose between these identities. In this case, I am certainly Italian, but I
am also Triestine, and Italian. I would answer: I am Dutch and European, this is
absolutely not a contradiction; it is the same thing. I am Triestine, I speak the dialect
in Trieste — that is my habit — but I have nothing against the Italian language. I
consider myself as Italian, as a citizen of Europe and belonging to the Triestine
reality, which I know better than the reality of Sicily or of some other place. I know
much better the reality of Italy than the reality of the Netherlands, but it is the same.
We must not, we cannot accept this alternative. Because to be Dutch absolutely
doesn’t mean not to be European, and also vice versa. Dante once has written that for
so long had he drunk the water of the Arno river that he learned to love passionately
Florence, but our home country — he added - is to the world like the sea is to the fish.
There is no contradiction between his river, the Arno or the Rhine or whatever, and
the sea; and only if we in a concrete way can overcome this contradiction we are
realistic.

There was another aspect: question marks or exclamation marks? That is a
problem, you are right, and very often good politicians that consider moral values
when thinking about politics in their country are defeated because they can’t respond
to the great, very often false exclamation marks of the others. I think we should be
able not to renounce on our question marks but, and you are right, to speak with
such energy, with such strength, with such conviction that should give the
impression that the man of the question marks is not the Hamletic man incapable of
decisions — very gentle and kind and noble, but not able to cope with reality —, but
that his conscience of the complexity of reality is a great weapon. I know that is not
easy, but what I advocate is to combine the strength, the energy, the moral authority
if you want, sometimes the aggressive capacity of reacting to aggression, with the
feeling of complexity. I am absolutely in favor of question marks, but I do not think it
is necessary they are losing.

FT: Since your incentive is to tell a story to make a point, to write a story to make a
point, to bridge past and future to make a point, how can we reinvent storytelling for
a generation that might not be susceptible to reading but is very image oriented, is
very susceptible to clear images, to testimonies, to stories they can relate to? Does
that change the nature of literature or of art in general? Does that mean that literature
has a different position, or should have different forms? Do we need to work more
with audiovisual means, do we need to tell stories, to give the beautiful example of
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Stephen Spielberg, who thought to retain the memory of the Shoah by having
survivors tell their story on camera and having this in the library. Is this the new
narrative? Or should we try to reinvent the culture of literature, the culture of
reading to a larger public? This is truly an open question, because I'm struggling
with it, also with my own children who perhaps might not be as interested — one of
them certainly is interested in reading, but the others aren’t. And how do I